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Abstract
This article reflects on the challenges of comparative oral history analysis by taking the BA/Leverhulme-funded 
project Mapping European Cinema: a comparative project on cinema-going experiences in the 1950s (2016-2017) 
as a case study. The aim of MEC was to test new methodologies in order to explore and compare programming 
patterns and cinema-going experiences in European cities that were similar in terms of population and film 
exhibition structure but substantially different in terms of film culture. MEC focused on three case studies: Bari 
(Italy), Leicester (United Kingdom) and Ghent (Belgium). This article uses three video interviews to reflect on 
the theoretical framework around comparative analysis and to discuss issues of cultural specificity. Attempts 
at substantial comparative analysis have proved to be a challenging task because of the difficulty of analysing 
different film cultures cross-nationally, the complexity of standardising data, and the lack of analytical frames that 
could be used to explain patterns and differences revealed during the analysis. Building on the work of cultural 
historians studying the reciprocal traffic of culture across borders, the article adopts a theoretical framework that 
addresses the complexity of working with memory across national borders and linguistic barriers and emphasizes 
contextualization as a defining component in cross-national comparative studies. The article argues that the 
national specific knowledge of individual researchers enabled the authors not to overlook local perspectives while 
at the same time generalising across the three national cultural contexts, identifying new perspectives, and finding 
a common ground that could be commensurable to ensure a systematic comparative process.
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Introduction 
In the twentieth century, film was one of the most emblematic, popular and globally distributed forms 
of entertainment. However, films were not exploited in similar ways and neither were they viewed in 
TMG 23 (1/2) 2020
Pierluigi Ercole, Lies Van de Vijver and Daniela Treveri Gennari
2
identical circumstances. For the study of cinema as a cultural practice, historical research into the 
experience of cinema-going is a quintessential area of research. The corpus of data on European 
cinema culture is extremely heterogeneous and, until now, there has been little comparative research.
This article reflects the challenges of comparative oral history analysis by adopting the BA/
Leverhulme-funded project ‘Mapping European Cinema: A Comparative Project on Cinema-Going 
Experiences in the 1950s’ (2016–2017) as a case study (hereafter referred to as MEC). The aim of 
MEC was to test new methodologies to explore and compare programming patterns and cinema-
going experiences in European cities that were similar in terms of population and film exhibition 
structure but substantially different in terms of film culture. MEC focused specifically on three case 
studies: Bari (Italy), Leicester (United Kingdom) and Ghent (Belgium). The project originated from 
previous work conducted at a national level only in three separate countries, and it intended to 
develop and test a comparative analysis that could potentially be applied to a wider sample of 
European cities. During the first phase of the project, historical data related to the film exhibition 
structure of Bari, Ghent and Leicester was collected. For each city, information related to the 
cinemas in operation, such as seating capacity, ownership, management, life span, geographical 
position, type of programming (permanent or seasonal) and run was gathered. In addition, 
programming data related to twelve months of screenings was collected for each cinema to 
understand the similarities and differences in film offer among the three cities. The decision to 
focus on 1952 was guided by our intention of analysing cinema-going experiences that related to a 
time in which cinema as a form of entertainment was still extremely popular in Europe. During the 
initial phase of data gathering, a crucial challenge was to achieve a level of data and metadata 
standardisation that would ensure a systematic comparative analysis of film structures and 
programming patterns. 
The project’s second phase focused on the analysis of three video interviews with participants 
(all women, selected for the purpose of comparativeness) living in the cities in the 1950s. The 
interview with Liliana (born in 1931, Bari and aged 83 at the time of the interview) was conducted in 
the framework of the ‘Italian Cinema Audiences’ project (further referred to as ICA)1; the interview 
with Yolande (born in 1946, Ghent, and aged 68 at the time of the interview) was done within the 
doctoral research ‘Ghent Cinema City’.2 Both interviewees were selected for this article because of 
their city of residence (Bari and Ghent) in the 1950s. The last interview used is with Diana (born in 
1934, Leicester, and age 82 at the time of the interview) and was added for the purpose of comparative 
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research in the MEC project. The interviews were between 30 and 80 minutes long and the questions 
were all of a similar content. Although Liana’s interview is accessible on the CineRicordi digital 
archive (www.cinericordi.it), the other two interviews were not made accessible because at the time 
there were no consent forms that addressed the concerns of the GDPR privacy law. The results of this 
pilot project have been presented at several international conferences.3 
The final deliverable of MEC was to develop a model that could be used and expanded to 
include other countries. The development of a model to expand the initial data from the three 
countries attracted great interest from the academic community. It also provided the basis for the 
development of the AHRC-funded ‘European Cinema Audiences. Entangled Histories & Shared 
Memories’ project (hereafter to as ECA)4, which focuses on seven European cities and adopts the 
methodology tested in the MEC pilot project. MEC was also the continuation of a research initiative 
that started in early 2014, funded by ‘Digital Cinema Studies’,5 which allowed researchers to 
promote a multi-institutional and international collaboration on cinema-going experience in the 
post-war period and test new methodological approaches to the comparative study of national film 
cultures.
Attempts at substantial comparative analysis of data have to date been unsuccessful because of 
the difficulty of analysing different film cultures cross-nationally, the complexity of standardising 
data, and the lack of analytical frames that can be used to explain patterns and differences revealed 
during the analysis. According to Biltereyst, Van Oort and Meers, the development of comparative 
research within film and cinema studies has been weak.6 The intention of MEC was to test 
comparative research into film cultures by triangulating exhibition structure data, programming data 
and audience interviews. Our project used Linda Hantrais’ definition of cross-national and 
comparative study as research: 
When individuals or teams set out to examine particular issues or phenomena in two or more 
countries with the express intention of comparing their manifestations in different socio-
cultural settings (institutions, customs, traditions, value systems, lifestyles, language, 
thought patterns), using the same research instruments either to carry out secondary analysis 
of national data or to conduct new empirical work. The aim may be to seek explanations for 
similarities and differences, to generalise from them or to gain a greater awareness and a 
deeper understanding of social reality in different national contexts.7 
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For the purpose of this article, we use the interviews to reflect on the theoretical framework 
around the comparative analysis of film cultures across three mid-sized cities and discuss issues of 
cultural specificity before providing some examples from the three case studies. We do not, however, 
discuss the complexity around the use of multiple languages in the project and the compromise of 
translation inherent in the oral history, which we are currently testing in the ECA research. 
Theoretical Framework to Comparative Histories 
Building on the work of cultural historians studying the reciprocal traffic of culture across borders,8 
our research aims to move beyond the particularism of national cinema histories and language 
differences to explore not only shared memories of cinema-going across European cities but also 
compare more broadly diverse film cultures across Europe. The aim is to open up new perspectives on 
the relationship between the institutional contexts of film consumption and the remembered 
experience of cinema-going across Europe.9 
Several studies agree10 on the ‘complexity of working with memory across national and 
linguistic barriers’11 and on the preference for large-scale survey-based studies as the ‘most typical 
approach to dealing with cross-national comparison in Europe.’12 Bornat reminds us that – despite 
gathering contributions from several countries – even the International Yearbooks of Oral History and 
Life Stories do not work together on a shared project nor are they in any way comparative.13 In their 
Special Issue of Image [&] Narrative, titled Audiovisual Memory and the Re-Making of Europe, Rigne 
and Erll, however, outline the current importance of transnational and transcultural perspectives for 
memory studies.14 This echoes the many calls in the Humanities and Social Sciences for the study of 
culture to go beyond ‘methodological nationalism’.15 This is precisely the aim of our project: to move 
beyond such methodological nationalism and develop a truly comparative analysis on the experience 
of cinema-going in Europe. Already in 2005, Paul Willemen had proposed ‘a number of probably 
inevitable theoretical frameworks and tools to implement a comparative approach to the study of a 
thoroughly industrialized cultural form, such as cinema and films.’16 However, his approach was 
geared more towards the study of film image and its cultural significance through four theoretical 
constellations than the study of film consumption, cinema memories and practices of cinema-going, 
which is at the heart of our research. Much closer to the thesis of this project is Biltereyst and Meers’ 
‘call for more systematic comparative research’17 within New Cinema History. Their article, while 
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exposing the ‘monocentric’ approach of the NCH research available up until recently, invites scholars 
to develop a comparative perspective which ‘would be helpful when trying to understand larger 
trends, factors or conditions explaining differences and similarities in cinema cultures.’18 This 
method would entail research designs enabling ‘a thoughtful, systematic comparison of cinematic 
phenomena across different geographic or temporal entities.’19 To a certain extent, however, large 
scale national projects – such as the ‘Italian Cinema Audiences’ or the ‘Cultural Memory and British 
cinemagoing of the 1960s’20 – already present a comparative dimension. The distinction between the 
north and the south of the country, and rural and industrial areas, as well as the insular and 
continental divide are just some of the attributes used in these projects to explore and investigate the 
distinct practices of cinema-going which emerged as unequivocally unique according to the specific 
category used. At the same time, Biltereyst and Meers’ call for something more ‘systematic’21 reveals 
researchers’ reluctance to embark on projects which are not only are complex in nature but also 
require significant compromises beyond those of single-country studies.22 If ‘researchers working on 
cinema history at different places’ collaborating ‘using a symmetrical methodological set-up’ is 
described as ‘an ideal scenario’ still ‘quite rare within the humanities,’23 it is this methodological 
approach that has been selected by our research project, with the aim of employing a clear framework 
that remains the same regardless of the geographical location investigated. 
This choice, however, increases the number of challenges researchers are confronted with in 
relation to the different stages of any project: data collection, data preparation for analysis and data 
analysis. Taking the MEC research as an example, in terms of data collection and data preparation, 
the data had to undergo a very time consuming process of harmonisation as well as the creation of 
metadata and written ‘data notes’ that document the choices made in collecting and organising the 
data itself.24 We examine these from both a theoretical and methodological perspective and provide 
some examples in the following section, focusing in particular on the issue of cultural specificity. 
Through an initial exploration of the oral history data, we have both paid attention to the 
common ground shared by interviewees from different countries, while simultaneously attempting to 
retain the cultural specificity across diverse cultural and geographical contexts. This is perhaps the 
biggest challenge of the project: to produce some ‘generalisable theoretical statements that transcend 
specific times and places,’25 while preserving the cultural particularities of the individual places under 
scrutiny. Similarities and differences are by no means results (as we have only examined a very 
limited number of oral histories across the three cities) but instead constitute a starting point for 
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seeking robust explanations of what lies behind those similarities or differences, in order to gain a 
better understanding of how social processes operate. This must be done in what Hantrais calls a shift 
from ‘universalistic culture-free approach to culture-boundedness,’26 where contextualisation is 
central and ‘an in-depth understanding of the socio-cultural, economic and political contexts in 
which social phenomena develop is a precondition for successful cross-national comparative 
research.’27 We have therefore aimed to consider the cultural context in which those memories have 
been shaped. If ‘greater emphasis has been placed on contextualisation’28 as ‘a major component in 
cross-national comparative studies,’29 our research must interpret the oral history data within a wider 
context. This means interpreting it in relation to other types of data, which includes not just a broad 
review of the current literature, but extends as wide as the programming and box office data as well as 
the socio-demographic data, both at the local level of the cities under scrutiny and at national and 
supranational levels. As Brannen states, ‘bringing in contextual data from other sources than the 
empirical research project can be much more than a literature review,’30 as ‘empirical studies of a 
qualitative kind are supplemented by mapping exercises, literature reviews and secondary analysis of 
large-scale data sets.’ By contextualising our empirical data within different national contexts, we are 
forced to consider vital aspects, such as linguistic and cultural factors, that cannot be ignored.31 For 
example, when examining Ghent, the film reception analysis must consider the multilingual 
reception (Flemish and French) and the significance of different audiences in different socioeconomic 
contexts. As this is solely specific to Ghent, the process of identifying overarching aspects might run 
the risk of losing the cultural specificity of local analysis. Moreover, even in the case of a shared 
practice, such as Catholic censorship and its intervention both in Belgium and in Italy, we must 
question ‘whether something compared in different countries, or nations, is in fact the same, or 
equivalent in its significance, in different settings; whether it holds an equivalent meaning for the 
people, actors or participants in the different countries, embedded as they are in different cultural 
context.’32 This means avoiding, for example, the presupposition that going to the cinema was a free 
activity for all cities involved in the project, as compulsory Catholic screenings might be operating in 
Italy but certainly not in the UK. In an attempt to reconceptualise the way cinemagoing experience is 
studied, new theoretical frameworks and new methodological tools must be developed to understand 
how this experience emerges from different socio-historical contexts. At the same time, it remains 
vital to maintain ‘a collaboration between intellectuals from different geo-historical formations’33 to 
develop a truly successful cross-national comparative project.
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Testing the process of data collection and refining the questions
As highlighted by Biltereyst and Meers, one of the most challenging aspects of a comparative project 
aimed at analysing film exhibition practices in two or more countries relates to the competence and 
knowledge required to study a diverse range of geographical areas and their contexts.34 The literature 
shows that much cross-national research is undertaken collaboratively by teams or individual 
researchers who bring the specific knowledge required to overcome cultural and language barriers 
and challenges related to comparability. Reflecting back on the initial choices made during the 
development of our MEC project, we provide some methodological considerations below. 
Selecting the case studies
The selection of the countries and the cities that became the focus of the project was dictated mainly 
by the researchers’ expertise. Individually, we had all worked on separate projects that analysed 
cinema-going memories and programming data at a national and local level. Moreover, to develop a 
comparative model of analysis, the three cities studied in the MEC project (Bari, Ghent and Leicester) 
were selected because of their similarity in terms of population density. In addition, at the beginning 
of the 1950s the three cities had a similar number of cinemas in operation and, more generally, they 
were more representative of the film exhibition structure present in mid-sized cities in Italy, Belgium 
and the UK than their capital cities. Issues and challenges with the comparative approach emerged 
when the team began to analyse the data and the results of individual and national specific/local 
research from a cross-national perspective. As mentioned above, researchers involved in comparative 
work are conscious of the problem of equivalence across systems;35 that is, whether the same type of 
data collected in different countries holds an equivalent meaning given the diversity of cultural and 
social contexts. In light of this, a brief discussion of the process we followed to adapt and finalise the 
questions used for the video interviews conducted in Leicester is given below.
Preparing the questions
As the crucial aim of the MEC project was to establish, develop and test a method for comparative 
analysis of European cinema-going memories and film exhibition data, we began considering the 
questions in our previous projects. The questions used for the interviews in Bari (Italy) were originally 
developed for the ICA project led by Daniela Treveri Gennari, and the questions for the interviews 
conducted in Ghent (Belgium) were designed by Lies Van de Vijver for the Ghent project. Obviously, 
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both sets of questions were designed to consider the cultural and social specificities of Italian and 
Belgian respondents but also to tackle project specific objectives. On the one hand, ICA’s project 
included questions related to Italian national cinema on Italian neorealism but also questions about 
film stars (both international and national). On the other hand, respondents in Belgium were asked 
more extensively about ideology, religion and language and how these affected their cinema-going 
habits. Although both projects included questions that were thematically similar and provided 
answers that could have been considered for a comparative analysis, our goal was to develop a set of 
questions that could be used in a cross-national research project. This was necessary to provide us 
with data that could be compared but also capture culturally specific aspects of our diverse groups of 
respondents. In other words, we required a research tool that would minimise issues of equivalence 
without homogenising the data, and simultaneously allow for cultural, historical, political and social 
aspects to surface during the interview process. The questions adopted for the interviews conducted 
in Leicester resulted from a reconsideration of the ones created for Bari and Ghent and were used to 
test the project’s potential for expansion to a larger number of European cities. It is worth 
highlighting that the interviews conducted for MEC were intended purely to test the process of data 
collection in a cross-national research environment. They were not meant in any way as data for 
content analysis. However, the interviews nonetheless provided valuable insights which helped us 
refine the final questions for the ECA project, as explained in the next section. 
Divided into thematic sections that overlapped with that which was asked to Italian and Belgian 
respondents, MEC’s list of questions followed a semi-structured interview methodology which entails 
a more flexible and fluid process. This allowed space for discussion by using open-ended questions 
structured around topics and themes. The flexibility of the interview format encouraged an open 
conversation, which ‘stimulated curiosity’ and the emergence of ‘unexpected themes’.36 
The aim of the interviews was to gain a deeper understanding of the interviewees’ story and of 
the meaning of cinema-going experience in the participants’ lives. The first set of questions covered 
the context of ‘when’, ‘where’, ‘with whom’ and ‘how’ the respondent remembered visiting the cinema 
in the 1950s. We asked them to recollect their first and strongest memory of going to the cinema, 
their cinema preference and how they chose a certain venue. The following questions focused on the 
rituality of cinema-going, such as transport, seating, dress code, and whether this changed over the 
course of the period under scrutiny. A third set of questions aimed to expand further on the 
experience of the venue, the socially constructed image of the venue itself, how it was related to 
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community life, and what cinema-going meant for each respondent. Finally, respondents were asked 
about the actual films and what titles, stars and genres were remembered and why.
Refining the methodology: spatial analysis
The examples are provided from the interviews carried out with Yolande (born in 1946, Ghent), Diana 
(born in 1934, Leicester) and Liliana (born in 1931, Bari). This material provided us with insights on 
how to refine our methodology in a wider cross-national project. In particular, two areas of 
investigation came to the fore: the relationship between space and memory and the emotional 
attachment to specific films in relation to personal events in participants’ lives.
All three respondents’ memories are related to the experience of cinema-going in the urban 
environment, and they articulate, from a personal perspective, the two categories of cinema-going 
memories described by Kuhn: those related to the ‘cinema in the world’ and those related to the 
‘world in the cinema’.37 For instance, they all remembered the importance of their experience in the 
neighbourhood, the proximity of the cinemas and the safe and easy accessibility of these venues. 
Cinemas were, for instance, reached by foot as there were sufficient films available in their 
neighbourhood areas. As Yolande remembered:
It was always the same road. For the nearest cinema, this wasn’t a problem. The Lido was 
quite far away though. If the movie finished late, around eleven o’clock, it was very quiet and 
dark on our way back. There weren’t even streetlights! Sometimes we sang a song when 
walking home. Not too loud though, but sometimes we entered our house still singing.
Interestingly, Yolanda describes her walk through the neighbourhoods in a very physical way: 
she comments on the rituality of the journey, as well as on its lack of safety and on the measures 
taken to protect herself. This close relationship with the urban space is shared by the other 
respondents. While asking about the familiarity of the neighbourhood, they describe streets, lighting, 
local businesses, churches and literally point towards the correct direction of their travel. The 
location of the cinemas was very much entwined with memories of the urban environment, leaving us 
to question the importance of the road they took and the places they encountered along the way. The 
geographical characteristics of cinema memories as ‘place memories’ have already been described by 
scholars.38 They are evidence of a ‘physicality’ of the cinema-going experience, a close relationship 
with the local urban environment and a personal meaning imbued in the journeys they took to their 
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favourite venues. This physicality reinforces the importance of a geographical dimension to cinema-
going memory, one which requires a more accurate capture. In fact, in our current ECA project we 
decided to explore the cartographic dimension of cinema in different ways. Firstly, we included the 
use of a digital historical map as a tool of visual elicitation for triggering memories. This allowed us 
to experience the process of geographical recollection directly related to the main landmarks of the 
participants’ urban environments. At the same time, we provided participants with printed copies of 
the city map so that they could physically trace – and draw – their journeys to and from the cinema 
(see Figure 1). This enabled us to record their ‘memory walk’ and therefore to map their cinema-going 
experience of the city and thus analyse the trajectories of all respondents. These memory walks are 
recorded as part of the video-interviews, while the maps are digitised for analysis. 
Within these geographical considerations, it is also worth emphasising that the climatic 
conditions of these different regions had an impact on the location and architecture of the cinema 
venues, the choice and experience of the venues, and consequently of the films. As a southern coastal 
city, Bari had a number of open air cinemas operating during the summer months that guaranteed a 
wider choice while offering a different practice of cinema-going experience. Liliana, for instance, 
remembers going to the Arena Giardino so she could watch the film in the garden and enjoy the fresh 
Figure 1. Titti Maggi from Bari drew her walk to the different cinemas (16 October 2018), as part of the interview for 
the European Cinema Audiences project (AHRC 2018–2021).
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air. This geographical aspect which impacts on the culturally specific dimension of her experience 
must be considered when compared to Yolanda and Diana’s memories of cinema-going in northern 
Europe. Leicester and Ghent had different weather conditions which also affected their cinema 
choices. Diana, for instance, remembers the importance of the tram stop in front of a cinema:
Braunstone was a very big area in Leicester, and there was enough people to fill the Roxy just 
from that area. And then there was a tram stop outside, and a tram down into town. But it 
was just that bit far, and of course, you know what English weather is like, you don’t want to 
be travelling too far and sit there in wet clothes and things.
Diana’s memory is significant not only for the way in which audiences were affected by climate 
conditions in different geographical locations, but also the manner in which it highlights the 
importance of public transport, which was often a necessity for audiences wanting to travel across 
urban environments to reach cinemas in different neighbourhoods. Once again, this was more 
unavoidable in the case of Leicester and Ghent than for Bari, where the good weather allowed 
spectators to walk further distances to reach their favourite cinemas. 
Refining the methodology: film analysis
In addition to memories’ geographical dimension, the other issue raised by questioning our 
methodology concerns the role played by films, which are related to the participants’ personal lives as 
well as their social and cultural contexts. As mentioned above, the set of questions used for Leicester 
in MEC resulted from a careful consideration of the questions used in previous projects. Those 
designed for the Ghent research focused more explicitly on the experiences of the cinema venue, 
issues related to pillarisation and censorship, and less on the actual memory of the films screened in 
those venues. Yolande, for instance, was not asked about the memories of certain film narratives or 
scenes, or the impact of technological changes, and hence her memories are mainly centred on the 
space of film consumption: 
The nearest cinema was the Casino and the one we also visited most frequently. I didn’t 
really have a preference, I came for the movie, not for the building, although the Lido at the 
Brusselsesteenweg was more modern. I can remember that there even were lights, wall lamps 
that shone upwards and there was a beautiful scene. The two cinemas, the Casino and the 
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Agora, were probably older and not that luxurious, but the Lido was definitely the best one. In 
the end, the theatres didn’t really matter to me, the movie did.
Yolanda, however, reminds us that films were important and more investigation was needed to 
understand what specifically mattered in films, why they were important and what exactly was left in 
audiences’ memories after seeing the films. For this reason we decided to examine the questions used 
for the ICA project, as they allowed the respondents to elaborate on their memories of the films 
watched, as well as discuss the resonance of national film production to audiences’ everyday life. 
When asked about the memories of films, Liliana remembers a profound emotional involvement in 
watching Italian films: 
I watched beautiful films such as ‘Anni difficili’ by Zampa about the postwar period (...). 
Really beautiful Italian films with which … there was a relationship. Yes, there was a 
relationship. Maybe not on a personal level, but concerning people you could see and relate 
to in reality.
Finalising the questions
The questions used for Leicester in the MEC project were the result of a careful re-balancing of these 
two approaches. The cross-national method adopted, in fact, integrates questions on the cinema 
venues with a variety of film-focused queries, such as questions regarding the memories of certain 
films or film scenes, star appeal and the emotional experiences that came with them. This added 
dimension to the video interview not only enables a reassessment of a corpus of texts rarely 
recognised in academic film histories but remembered by the audiences, but may also offer a richer 
narrative on the traces films leave behind on spectators after a long period of time, as well as how 
these traces change within different cultural settings. The MEC memories on film persuaded us to 
more closely examine not only the local context of viewing, but also the significance of remembering 
particular films, characters, national film production and specific film scenes, and how this has 
impacted the memory narrative of cinema-going. This is also in line with our yearning to investigate 
the role played by film in historical studies of cinema and its audiences.39 For instance, in her 
interview Diana highlights her fond memories of musicals but also of films of the late 1950s starring 
Elvis Presley. Both musicals and Presley’s films ‘merged’ into one unique experience encompassing 
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her two great passions, film and music, but also combined her love of dancing with that of going to 
the cinema. 
Our experiences with the three case studies used within MEC to test the methodology has not 
only strengthened our determination to work with a wider selection of respondents (in terms of class 
and gender) and a more varied selection of case studies (in terms of socio-political context), but they 
have also taught us to expand to the remembered experience of urbanity and the film medium itself. 
It is precisely this aim that the ECA project, which expands on the MEC pilot project, is designed to 
achieve.
Conclusion 
If – as Bornat states – ‘concern about managing contextual complexity has been a deterrent to the 
pursuit of cross-national comparative research,’40 our research also indicates the necessity of 
engaging with comparative research in audience studies while simultaneously emphasising the 
urgency to evaluate past methodologies in light of the specific nature of the research. This contextual 
complexity should not deter involvement in comparative research. On the contrary, it should be 
embraced, especially within the context of oral history, in order to resist the recurrent monolingual 
and monocultural approach to oral testimonies. Going back to Hantrais’ definition of cross-national 
and comparative study,41 we feel that explanations for ‘similarities and differences’ can only be 
sought when a truly systematic process is implemented. This means a sound methodology that 
highlights and considers social and cultural realities in different national contexts and calculates 
methods of preserving those differences in the analysis of the data. Our lengthy process of testing 
and enhancing each individual stage of the project has allowed us to place extra emphasis on 
contextualisation, interpreting the context of film consumption across diverse environments to 
better understand the memories of cinema-going within a multicultural project. The variety of 
conceptual approaches used in previous projects facilitated a refinement of our methodology and an 
evaluation of the significance of cultural specificities in each national dimension, while ensuring that 
a truly multicultural analysis was being conducted. If – as Biltereyst and Meers state ‘comparison (...) 
is an essential part of a discipline’s strategy (...) to establish a better understanding of the object 
under study’42 – then the promotion of a multi-cultural dimension of cinema studies and cinema-
going in particular can unquestionably reveal new explanations. This can only be achieved once each 
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researcher is able ‘to understand the thought processes of another culture and to see it from the 
native’s viewpoint, while also reconsidering their own country from the perspective of a skilled, 
external observer.’43 This is especially important when considering oral history; as Alessandro Portelli 
argues, oral history is valuable but ‘it tells us less about events as such than about their meaning (...) 
the unique and precious element which oral sources force upon the historian (...) is the speaker’s 
subjectivity.’44 To capture that speaker’s subjectivity, we must ensure the sense is not only understood 
globally but also in the context of the specific country from which it derives. The national specific 
knowledge of individual researchers has enabled us to avoid overlooking local perspectives while 
simultaneously generalising across the three national cultural contexts, identifying new perspectives. 
However, this can only be achieved through a series of methodological and practical adjustments 
made in order to address the ‘paramount challenges of time and space, comparability, culture and 
language in the research process.’45 Our main adjustment was finding a common ground that could be 
comparable. This has inevitably excluded some key aspects of the research from the broader 
picturebut has, however, ensured that a systematic comparative process was implemented and that 
the voices of the respondents were interpreted within a cross-national research project. 
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